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A group of 25+ faculty, staff, and administrators (including the president) gathered in Frost House the morning of
August 25, 2017 to discuss Felton et al’s book, The Undergraduate Experience.
 
We introduced the session by asking attendees to think about the seven action principles outlined in the book:
Learning Matters, Relationships Matter, Expectations Matter, Alignment Matters, Improvement Matters, and
Leadership Matters. Each chapter had a set of ‘action principles’ included. The “Learning Matters” chapter asks
readers to take responsibility for student learning, as an institution, and to create multiple opportunities for
curricular and extra-curricular learning both inside and outside the classroom. One major connection to our cluster
initiative is that we need to help students “integrate learning experiences,” in particular. The “Relationships
Matter” chapter highlights the importance of relationships across the university in student success, whether it be a
faculty member or a financial aid support staff. It highlights how relationships nurture learning and belonging,
which are essential to student persistence. “Expectations Matter” focuses on the importance of articulating
expectations for ALL members of our campus community, and to articulate them early, often, and clearly. By
having and communicating clear, high expectations, we ensure a campus community that is nurturing, supportive,
accountable, and that has integrity. Another popular chapter, “Alignment Matters,” brings together many of the
above principles and highlights the importance of aligning values and practice. We need to align administrative
practices and policies as well as academic practices with campus practices. Aligning every level of the university
guarantees our initiatives, efforts, and programs are working together to achieve institutional goals. “Improvement
Matters” focused a lot on the importance of establishing a pattern for regular assessment while not ‘reinventing
the wheel.’ Successful institutions adopt best practices in assessment and learn from other strong institutions; we
need to cultivate an “ethos of positive restlessness” where we are always open to reflection and to making our work
better. The final chapter on “Leadership Matters” focuses on the importance of a collaborative leadership model
in truly transforming an institution. We need to lead through collaboration, through articulating clear, aspirational
goals linked to our mission and values, and above all, to keep student learning at the center of all of our decisions.
 
After a brief overview of the book, we asked people to think about the principle that most influenced their reading
and then had them sit with others interested in the same chapter to informally address some of the reflective
questions included in the appendices of the book. After about 30 minutes of small group discussion, each group
then tried to identify the ways they could use the chapter's principles in their personal work, group/organizational
work, and across the university as a whole. After 15 minutes of sharing in small groups, we then brought everyone
back together for a broader conversation centered around the question:
 
How can we use the principles of the book to move the cluster initiative forward?
 
Some responses included:
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To:Campus Communication <campus-communication@plymouth.edu>;
What are the ways that we can simplify and unify areas so that we can dynamically partner/collaborate with
others to ensure we share a common vision and message across campus rather than only in specific
components (like curriculum?) For example: Gen Ed outcomes can become University-wide outcomes for
everyone, student workers, staff, faculty, etc.
Alignment seems like an important concept. High impact practices need to be spread out more through the
middle years of a student’s time at PSU.
We need to set our expectations and make sure that we align our efforts to what our expectations are and
communicate how we’re aligning (why we’re choosing what we’re doing). Everyone needs to understand
why we’re making the choice that we are.
Cluster development is a great time to create expectations and alignment with those expectations.
Curriculum committee and Gen Ed committee could help us find a way to have a really flexible piloting
system that doesn’t throw away academic rigor as well as a process for assessment of those efforts.
Individuals should feel a sense of leadership to ask committees to move forward with setting expectations or
dealing with the action principles in some way.
Focus on what we can control individually—our work in classes and on individual committees.
Understand that you are part of a larger puzzle and can only do what you can do. Be ambassadors for the
work that we’re doing. Share the work—how can we facilitate that? Share even when we fail so we can
model that for our students. Difficult because we don’t know what our future structure is going to be.
Common language (and expectations) about our university values, mission, and goals needs to be
developed—work of the TLT?
How do we move our conversation about the action principles in the book forward rather than just having it
be a conversation? Pilot ideas into practice but with a group of faculty and staff that can make sure things
don’t get too far afield. How do we facilitate further discussion groups? Don wants everyone to build these
things from the bottom up to move things forward.
How do we deal with the lack of time that people have? How do we help people prioritize their time? Part of
the reason we’re trying to build common times when no one schedules anything else.
 
Conclusions: One of the main conclusions was that the group agreed we need a campus-wide conversation about
the principles addressed in the book.
 
How: Use our spheres of influence to encourage others to join the conversation.
When might this conversation happen? We discussed the possibilities of a 2018 summer read with discussion
to be held over next year’s University Days. However, some people were concerned that waiting a year to
discuss and potentially implement some of the ideas was too long, so we considered having a January 2018
discussion that we begin preparing for now.
 
PLAN: With the help of the president and the deans, the Transition Leadership Team will organize a university-
wide discussion on The Undergraduate Experience during the January Jamboree (January 18-19, 2018) to be held
the third week of January. This will give the university time to read the book, to understand and process its action
principles, and to reflect on our own work in relation to the book’s ideas and the cluster initiative. The TLT are
working with the library and President’s office to determine the best way we can provide copies of the book to all
interested PSU employees; we’ll be in touch with more information on how to get copies of the book soon.
 
We are open to further suggestions on how we might bridge reading, thinking, and discussion time between now
and the January session, so if you have any ideas, please email transition-leadership-team@plymouth.edu!
 
In order to move forward with a shared vision and set of values, we need to align our goals, expectations, and
efforts around a shared PSU experience. We look forward to engaging with you in January!
 
Thank you—
Mary Cornish
Cathie Leblanc
Ann McClellan
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